THE TRAGEDY OF RAMSAT MACDONALD
ment and be a means by which proposals and suggestions
could be brought to the notice of the Cabinet. The Chairman
of the Consultative Committee was also Chairman of the
fortnightly meeting of the Parliamentary Party, and acted as
spokesman for the Party. In principle, this means of com-
munication should have been adequate to meet the zealously
democratic ideals of the Party, but in practice it did not work
out so well. As it turned out, the Cabinet system was not only
unsuited to a Socialist Party, but contained elements that could
not be tolerated in a Party founded on a democratic basis,
In spite of theoretical checks, the Cabinet remained a body
apart and quite uncontrolled.
The Cabinet system set up, as it was, before the days of
political liberty and the wider franchise, has remained un-
changed in character and fixed in function for more than a
hundred years. It still retains powers intolerable in a modern
state and has failed to keep pace with the development of a
progressive democracy. For a Prime Minister, not supremely
anxious to endanger his position by introducing controversial
or party legislation, the Cabinet system worked well.
The advent of a Labour Government, was a revolutionary
political change, but even such a Government had no power
to determine the authority or delimit the jurisdiction of this
antiquated institution. Like the famous Italian river it is
c remote, unfriended, melancholy, slow/ It is exclusive,
cabalistic, oracular and carries out its functions in a ridiculous
ballyhoo of ostentatious mystery. Even the room in which the
Cabinet meets is a holy of holies. Even empty it is a venerated
shrine, and fortunate indeed are they who have the privilege
of crossing its zealously guarded threshold. The Cabinet itself
is a sacred Sanhedrin and the Prime Minister as chairman
followed the established tradition which gave him all but
autocratic powers. Inde.ed it would be difficult to exaggerate
the power and authority which the Prime Minister possesses
with regard to the legislation to be brought before the House
of Commons. As Chairman of the Cabinet he has complete
control over its deliberations, approving its agenda, directing
its conduct, MacDonald exploited the immemorial usage to
rule with a rod of iron. Everything brought before? the
Cabinet came under his uncontrolled veto, Ministers found
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